127.   BISTORT OF THE PLAGUE IN JOHANNESBURG

The long-promised report of the bubonic plague that broke out in
Johannesburg last year is now published. It is a bulky volume covering
one hundred and three pages, and containing many charts giving a gra-
phic report of the epidemic. Dr. Pakes, the author of the report, has
given an immense amount of labour to the work, and has presented to
the public a very learned disquisition. The most interesting part of the
report must necessarily be the origin of the plague, and while, if the
premises laid down by Dr* Pakes were correct, the conclusions drawn by
him would be justified, we fear that many of his most important pre-
mises are totally incorrect.

It is, perhaps, extremely unfortunate that a proper judicial inquiry
was not made as to the origin of the plague before so much valuable
time and money were spent over the report. In giving the startling
reason that Dr. Pakes has done, he has run counter to the findings of the
Vienna Commission, as also the Commission that was appointed by the
Natal Government when the plague first broke out in Natal, as also,
indeed, to the cablegram that was received by the late Mr. Escombe from
the Indian Government, Dr. Pakes contends that " the origin of the first
cases was the plague-infected rice imported from Bombay ". The authori-
ties we have just quoted came to the conclusion that rice was not a
carrier of plague infection. Amongst the premises that have led Dr.
Pakes to his conclusion are that the first cases were those of store-keepers,
that the Indian store-keepers were importing rice from Bombay in
December 1903, that they said very definitely "this rice contained rat-
droppings ", and that no special precautions were taken at Bombay to
prevent the export of probably and possibly infected rice*

Now, unfortunately for Dr. Pakes' theory, all these premises are with-
out foundation. The very first mistake that has been committed in draw-
ing up the report is to accept only the official date of the outbreak, and
to ignore the whole of the previously known history. It was then con-
tended, indeed proved beyond doubt, that plague had existed in Johan-
nesburg before the 18th March. In spite of the correspondence1 that was
brought to the notice of the plague authorities in their official capacity,
Dr. Pakes has seen fit to ignore the whole of it in his report. He has
also ignored the case of the late Dr. Marais, which points unmistakably to
the existence of the plague long before he himself succumbed to it. The
theory, therefore, that the plague started with store-keepers falls to the
ground. Nay, more, the two names given by Dr. Pakes as those of store-
keepers were not those of store-keepers at all, as we happen to know.
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